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Philanthropic Capacity to Support Indigenous Causes: 




The role of philanthropy in addressing Indigenous causes is still conceptually 
emerging in Australia despite many years of practice. This paper reports on a 
qualitative study with grantmakers and grantseekers to better understand the 
issues affecting the philanthropic grantmaking system for Indigenous causes 
in Australia. An attitudinal emphasis on human rights for politically, 
economically and socially disadvantaged groups and an impetus for structural 
change emerged that has yet to deliver real funding equity.  The way forward 
is still largely focussed on ‘improving’ Indigenous community capacity in 
organisational governance systems. In contrast, this study points to strategic 
leverage points within philanthropic organisations which could be used to first 
assess and then develop policies, processes and their underlying attitudes 
which impact on cross-cultural work i.e. the ‘cultural competence ’ of 
philanthropic organisations.    It is argued such an approach would support 





Entrenched disadvantage of Indigenous peoples has been expressed in 
political, economic and social contexts and is a worldwide concern (UN 2008).  
In Australia, 2.5% of the total population identify as Indigenous people (ABS 
2008) and a sizable proportion of this group has worse-than-average health, 
education and economic status. The life expectancy of Australian Indigenous 
people is 12 years less than the general Australian population (Productivity 
Commission 2009: 701).     
Civil society’s acceptance of some responsibility in improving the 
wellbeing of Indigenous people is voiced across the sector (Addis and Brown 
2008: 8). However Indigenous causes have been described as ‘badly 
neglected’ by philanthropic funders across the world (Vanderpuye 2003: 3). 
Just as Indigenous causes attract very little foundation funding internationally, 
the philanthropic financial resources that underpin the established goodwill in 
Australia are limited (Sanders et al 2008: 23).  This limited funds flow is 
despite a growth in giving in Australia far exceeding inflation (McGregor-
Lowndes and Newton 2009: 1).   
Philanthropic practices that improve social disadvantage have been 
reported for many years (Ostrander 1995; Bailin 2003: 635) and there has 
been a recent resurgence and refocussing towards a human rights based 
approach (Foundation Center 2009: 10).  These concepts find their mirror 
image in the body of knowledge about the contextual issues impacting on 
Indigenous populations (Taylor 2008: 111) and the policy and practice 
frameworks needed to address them (UN 2008: 4).  These multi-dimensional 
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‘wicked problems’ require whole of system approaches designed through 
extensive engagement and collaboration with communities, funders and 
service providers (Hunter 2007). 
Against this backdrop of sprawling need, dawning community 
awareness, improving economic policy support and a sector-wide social 
change discourse, Indigenous disadvantage persists and good practice is 
scattered.  Previous research (Scaife 2006: 449) found that business and 
private philanthropists do not venture into this funding because they believe 
they lack the expertise and knowledge to grant well to this complex sector and 
some labour under misconceptions about working with Indigenous causes.  
Under these conditions funding may be either inaccessible to Indigenous 
causes or misdirected and strategies either ineffective or unsustainable.  
There have been attempts to increase the access to philanthropic 
funding for Indigenous causes and the subsequent efficient and effective use 
of that funding. Anecdotal evidence suggests capacity assessment of 
grantseeking organisations has been used extensively to guide philanthropic 
grantmaking decisions and to motivate grantees towards more acceptable and 
accountable management practice and governance systems (Venture 
Philanthropy Partners 2001; Connolly 2007; Backer 2000:6; Rose Community 
Foundation 2008).  However, little publicly available information points to 
similar assessments being undertaken by or on grantmaking bodies 
themselves (Annie E Casey Foundation 2001:11) though more recent 
evaluations have identified the need (Guthrie Preston and Bernholz 2003: 30).   
Even such reported assessments rarely determine how well grantmaking 
organisations are equipped with appropriate knowledge banks and practices 
necessary for working effectively with cultural diversity (Hunt and Smith 2006: 
66).  The latter, reported as cultural competency assessments,1 have been 
shown   to support wide ranging improvements in an organisation’s ability to 
improve outcomes in minority populations (Grote 2008).  
This study sought to reflect on the lived experience of grantmakers and 
grantseekers in the Australian Indigenous context to uncover differences and 
similarities in how the system is conceived by the two distinct groups. 
Consequently individual, organisational and systemic factors may be identified 
that could act as leverage to improve access to philanthropic funding for 
Indigenous causes and contribute to the capacity of the system to effect 
change in Indigenous wellbeing. 
Methodology 
 
The study involved semi-structured interviews with 19 grantmakers and 14 
grantseekers who self-selected following invitation.  Semi-structured 
interviewing was used as there was only one chance to interview each 
participant and the interviews were conducted by more than one interviewer 
(Bernard 1988). The interview schedule adopted a structured reflection 
process, which builds knowledge from experience (Kolb 1984).  Participants 
                                                            
1 Cultural competency is defined as:  ‘a set of congruent behaviours, attitudes and policies 
that come together in a system, agency or among professionals and enable that system, 
agency or those professions to work effectively in cross-cultural situations’ (Cross et al.1989 
as cited in Johnson, Lenartowicz and Apud 2006: 526). 
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relate the facts, interpret them in the light of their emotional reaction and 
intellectual understanding and then build this into recommendations for the 
future. The questions ranged from eliciting an opinion about the current state 
of the grantmaking system in Australia to personal experiences and 
information about grantmaking processes learning and knowledge flow.  
Grantmakers were invited by a peak industry body.  Grantseekers were 
invited by Aboriginal community leaders involved in two large grantmaking 
organisations. Grantmakers were representatives of Foundations, Trusts, 
Private Ancillary Funds and/or individual philanthropists and included 
representatives from grantmakers distributing less than $100,000 each year to 
those making millions of dollars of grant funds available annually.  
Grantseekers included people representing organisations active in the 
Indigenous cause area.  The organisations ranged from very small community 
organisations to large academic institutions.  The representatives held varying 
positions depending on the size of the organisation.  Some were CEO’s, some 
were sole workers, some were committee members and some were heads of 
departments. All but three grantseekers identified as an Aboriginal person.   
Data analysis was strongly influenced by the approach used by Wade 
(2008: 51).  Data was transcribed into text files, which were then entered into 
a QSR NVivo8 database used in this study to store, manage, code and 
scrutinise the empirical data.  Analysis began with an open coding phase, 
involving an intensive, iterative search for concepts that suggested 
themselves from the text.  As each concept was identified, the passages of 
text were coded to a unique identifier, expressed in the QSR NVivo software 
as a ‘node’.  These nodes were progressively augmented, refined and 
redefined as the study progressed. Coding passages to nodes ensured that 
each idea was understood and analysed in context.  The second stage of 
coding identified a set of 15 categories into which these concepts could 
plausibly be collected. The third stage of coding was aimed at associating 
these various categories with themes.  Participants had the opportunity to 
critique preliminary data analysis, a process particularly relevant to Indigenous 
communities (Roulston 2010: 223).   
 
Results 
Three major themes emerged from data analysis - community-wide factors, 
human factor(s) and funding system factors.  Community-wide factors are 
elements that are perceived to have an impact on philanthropy for Indigenous 
causes, which are outside or under limited control of either the grantmakers or 
grantseekers.  These factors include community values, environmental and 
social factors unique to the Australian context and the practical roles of 
government and the philanthropic sector in addressing community issues.   
Human factors are those elements that relate to the agency of 
individuals in both the philanthropic and Indigenous communities and the 
infrastructure that supports it.  These factors include the importance of the 
individual (including leadership, attitudes and emotional involvement), 
relationships and networks, skills and knowledge (including skill and 
knowledge transfer processes).  
Funding system factors are structural elements that relate to the design 
and implementation of the philanthropic funding system for Indigenous causes 
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and affect either grantseekers and /or grantmakers.  These factors include 
philanthropic sector-wide and  organisational attitudes and beliefs relating to 
Indigenous causes and effective granting models, funding infrastructure 
(including grantmaker priority areas, funding levels, decision making and 
application processes) and grantseeker attributes. 
Reflections on Community-wide Factors (Theme 1) 
 
Grantmakers painted a picture of Australian Indigenous cause philanthropy 
suspended in a vast and inhospitable geography and a complex historical and 
distrustful relationship between Indigenous and non-Indigenous community 
members.  Some believed this to be unique in the world.  “I think being in a 
country where there is an Indigenous culture so completely different to the 
mainstream…  There are few countries around the world dealing with this 
situation” (interview transcript, grantmaker). 
Grantmakers perceived that community values and the political agenda 
had evolved towards a general increase in community awareness, goodwill 
and empathy for Indigenous issues. “I think that since the Apology2, it’s 
become front of mind for most Australians” – even to the point of it becoming 
a ‘trendy’ issue “some people think you are involved because it’s trendy”.  
Some grantseekers had a much more cynical view of community values. “I'll 
be quite frank, my personal opinion is that we're only 2 per cent of the 
population, but we're a multibillion dollar industry”. Despite feeling that 
awareness of Indigenous need had improved, grantmakers identified a lack of 
practical outcomes for all the expressions of goodwill and symbolic events. “I 
think more people are aware of the issues but I don’t think that has translated 
to actually financially assisting Indigenous issues”.  Grantseekers went further 
in their disappointment about actual results and identified a kind of 
‘atmospheric dissipation of funds’ before they could achieve needed ground 
level outcomes.  In one remote community, a grantseeker reported providing 
the following feedback to federal politicians when asked ‘where has the 
money gone?’ 
and we'll pay their mob for training to do this, and then you go there 
and we'll pay them off to get you to write this up, and you go there 
and we'll pay their mob to do this.  We ain't going to pay you to be 
successful or do what you need to do, and if we're going to bring 
about change, we need to cut through all that crap and actually get 
down to doing what needs to be done at the grassroots (interview 
transcript, grantseeker). 
Perceptions of historical public apathy towards Indigenous issues are 
supported by public opinion polls conducted in the late 1990s (Chris 2007: 
83).  That this attitude has evolved towards an increased awareness of 
Indigenous issues in the wider community, attributed by grantmakers to the 
national Apology, is also reflected in other studies (Reconciliation Australia 
2009: 58).   However some advocacy organisations see the national Apology 
as a high point in a reconciliation process stalled through 2000-2009 (Aubrey-
                                                            
2 Rudd, K. (2008) Apology to Australia's Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples. Motion 
to the House of Representatives. Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia. 
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Poiner and Phillips  2010: 10). The view that the rhetoric and claimed 
awareness gains have not been matched with action is reinforced by the 
persistence of a gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous wellbeing 
(Productivity Commission 2009: 701).   
Both grantseekers and grantmakers talked about geography 
transcending ‘space’ to the point where “Indigenous” and “rural and remote” 
were synonymous.  This was despite a clear majority of Indigenous peoples 
living in urban areas (ABS 2007); 
the mainstream desire to help people in remote communities - 
where the majority of Indigenous people who need help are actually 
urban (interview transcript, grantmaker). 
so there is this whole different elements throughout Australia that 
need assistance.  It is not just the person in a remote community 
where you see the images on television and in the papers 
(interview transcript, grantseeker). 
‘Rural’ when used to describe Aboriginal populations, has both limited and 
illuminated grantmaking and engagement practices in participant grantmaker 
organisations.   ‘Urban blindness’ or a failure to see and address areas of 
disadvantage in urban centres is exacerbated by a ‘noble savage3’ attitude 
which can direct more resources to rural areas;  
you get a little bit of this romantic ‘Noble Savage’ idea - being able 
to touch base with the traditional culture and language and the 
mystical side of it.  That’s as bad as any other reaction really 
(interview transcript, grantmaker). 
Such a romantic view of the remote Indigene may not be realised in practice 
and grantmakers reported the reality was a culture shock for some intending 
philanthropists. As one organiser of community visits reported - “They were 
absolutely shocked- they could not believe the living conditions they didn’t 
know how to deal with it. ‘Why don’t people clean up their yards?’- saying it in 
a shock.” Confronting experiences were also reported by grantseekers “How 
do you feel when in the public media all that gets presented is ‘Aboriginal 
people are rapists and paedophiles and drunks’ and those sort of things?  
We've only just met you.  Should that be a question?” 
The participant perception that Aboriginality is associated within a rural 
geography   is reflected in the literature (Fredericks 2004: 30; Carter and 
Hollingsworth 2009: 414) and to a large extent in the national media (Gorman-
Murray 2008). It is also the experience of contemporary Aboriginal 
commentators (Berhendt 2008). This concept has impacted the distribution of 
philanthropic funding in this study, a grantmaker who brokers funding for 
Indigenous causes expressed that - “Most expect to work with remote 
communities in the north”. 
Australian Indigenous peoples in city areas are doing better in some 
areas relative to their remote counterparts. For example, there is increased 
economic disadvantage evident in rural and remote areas compared to urban 
centres for Indigenous peoples (Commonwealth of Australia 2011:11) and 
urban Indigenous populations are more likely to have higher educational 
                                                            
3 The ‘nobel savage’ concept is part of the characterisation of Indigenous peoples as ‘other’ 
(Moreton- Robinson 2004) and ‘in tune’ with nature (Rowland, 2004).  It was identified as 
early as 1672 (Hames 2007: 178) and remains historically contested (Graunlund 2009: 80)  
and contemporarily polemic (Behrendt 1998:   268). 
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attainment than non-urban populations (ABS and AIHW 2008: 19). However, 
both populations remain significantly disadvantaged compared to the non-
Indigenous population across the board (ABS and AIHW 2008: 19). Biddle 
(2009: 12) suggests disadvantage could be more usefully thought of as 
locationally associated - with some particular ‘hot spots’  such as particular 
city suburbs, regional towns, town camps, remote Indigenous towns, and 
outstations.  While Walter (2009: 2) places disadvantage more structurally 
than geographically, seeing it as an indicator of a ‘domain’ of Aboriginality 
constituted by non Aboriginal/ Aboriginal power relations across the whole 
society. 
The concepts embedded in the community-wide factors theme describe 
the context in which philanthropy for Indigenous causes operates. 
Community-wide beliefs about Aboriginality, the awareness of disadvantage, 
attitudes to perceived differences and geographical stereotypes were shown 
to both form and react to individual and organisational beliefs, values and 
practices. Culture is not only the way individuals see and respond to the world 
and community around them but may also be thought of as a way people 
express and exercise agency (Chiu and Hong 2005: 489).  The second theme 
identified during analysis, the human factor(s) further describes this element 
of cultural competency. 
  
Reflections on Human Factors (Theme 2) 
 
The strategic development towards social change philanthropy and 
Indigenous causes within a number of philanthropic organisations had been 
an expression of leadership by an individual: “there was a woman [board 
member] and she was tough and she just had it and I could ride on her 
coattails”. Leadership was also a high priority when seeking suitable grantees 
“more often than not it’s the person who makes the program work or not”. 
Management research suggests that the situations in which chief 
executives have the most significant impact on organisational performance 
are those where opportunities are scarce or where they have ‘slack’ resources 
(Wasserman et al 2001: 25).  Few would identify philanthropic resources as 
‘slack’ but the term could be used particularly where innovation and risk taking 
is high.  As to scarce opportunities, the potential call on resources within the 
Indigenous cause area is huge but to date this has not been realised.   
Philanthropic organisations with an appetite for risk who have directed limited 
amounts into Indigenous causes may then be proving the model.  Strategic 
changes wrought by Board or staff members unsupported by a depth of policy 
and a distribution of skill and knowledge may prove to be unsustainable.   
The development and nurturing of relationships between grantseekers 
and grantmakers was a prominent thread in almost all interviews.  Participants 
discussed the strategic importance of relationships, their ability to make the 
difference to application processes and the extremely difficult task of 
developing them without prior exposure. For example, a representative of a 
small philanthropic enterprise said that:  “Almost all of our projects come 
through word of mouth from somebody who’s known to us.”  Many 
grantmakers spoke in ‘passionate’ terms and were searching for an answering 
passion in the grantseeker: “we fund the person with the heart and soul and 
the heart connection to what they’re doing and the capacity to be able to 
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make it succeed and the passion to make it happen.”  Grantseekers also 
expressed the view that ‘passion’ was a powerful strategy.  As one 
grantseeker said: “you believe that you have a really good product, you are 
passionate, you poured your heart and invested time and encouraged other 
people to get on board”.  For other grantmakers, reputation was important: 
“the serious funders really want to drool over who’s running the organisation.”  
Successful grantseekers were well aware of the leverage value of a high 
profile: “philanthropic agencies at times seek the big ATSI names, target 
locations rather than genuine need and reflect populist mainstream tokenism” 
and the need for a personal connection with philanthropists - though for many 
this was difficult to establish. “I would like to know some rich people quite 
frankly and unfortunately when you work at the bottom of the heap you don’t 
meet rich people” (interview transcript, grantseeker).  
Preferential engagement by grantmakers with Indigenous leaders with 
established profiles or with one particular community member may be 
misdirected. Smith and Hunt (2008) explain the state of Indigenous leadership 
to be quite different from the accepted wisdom in the non-Indigenous sector; 
To outsiders, Indigenous organisations and their leaders are often 
the most visible expression of governance in communities. But 
‘community governance’ for Indigenous people is in fact a form of 
multi-networked, nodal governance that includes not only 
organisations, but also wider networks of leaders, families and 
communities (Smith and Hunt 2008: 21). 
This view is supported by grantseekers in this study: “it’s not good because 
those people are [not] the sole experts on that and that belongs to the 
community, it doesn’t belong to an organisation”. Further, while long term 
relationships are identified as best practice in addressing Indigenous 
disadvantage (Closing the Gap Clearing House 2011: 3), such a preference 
may deny those without existing relationships the ability to be heard in the 
philanthropic grantseeking arena. If Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
Australians remain spatially and socially segregated (Walter 2009:6), any 
relationship between grantseekers and grantmakers is an expression of 
power.  Such relationships have the potential to skew the distribution of 
philanthropic funding in a way that should be recognised and considered by 
grantmakers.     
Grantmakers identified a need to know about, understand and exploit 
the learnings of Indigenous programs active in the philanthropic sector. While 
most have not investigated international philanthropic practice in Indigenous 
cause grantmaking, the practice principles identified by First Peoples 
Worldwide (2006) are similar to those emerging from the Australian system.   
The original impetus by grantmakers for a focus on skills and 
knowledge development in Indigenous communities was a deficit view of their 
ability to meet application and governance standards. Increasing experience 
in the sector led to, what might be colloquially termed, a growing number of 
personal ‘aha’ moments among philanthropic personnel;   
anyone who hasn’t had any form of direct contact is necessarily 
ignorant.  I went through 6 or 7 iterations of feeling-from total 
helplessness to anger, ‘Indigenous people are not helping 
themselves’ - to outrage ‘why would you bother when there is so 
much money they waste’.  When I pulled all those onion skins off all 
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that I was left with was a deep compassion - you can’t help but 
want to help (interview transcript, grantmaker). 
During these interactions it became obvious to leaders within the philanthropic 
community that learning needed to be bi-directional, a view reinforced by 
grantseekers “so it’s a two way learning and they always want to learn, most 
of the people in the communities”.  
For grantmakers, skills and knowledge transfer is often about 
increasing governance skills for Indigenous organisations and increasing 
cultural awareness skills for grantmakers.  For grantseekers, it is about 
sharing expertise needed for successful grantseeking and building cultural 
awareness in grantmakers. Some grantmakers reported a perceived increase 
in skill levels in both sectors; 
the whole philanthropic sector is evolving. It’s becoming more 
developed and professional.  There are more professional staff and 
an increased understanding of what works and what doesn’t 
(interview transcript, grantmaker). 
there is improvement in terms of Indigenous community knowledge 
and understanding of Philanthropy, how it works and making 
application and maintaining a relationship with the philanthropic 
organisation (interview transcript, grantmaker). 
Grantseekers ask of grantmakers just the same as that expected of them i.e. 
do the research, understand the ‘guidelines’, address the ‘criteria’, partner and 
collaborate and learn something on the way “but if they can see that you’re 
not willing to learn and listen – well listening is easy but hearing is another 
thing” (interview transcript, grantseeker).     
Three types of knowledge transfer methods were identifiable from 
grantmakers’ descriptions.  Methods could be described as: 
 Interactive (where exchange occurs through person to person contact such 
as formal training, formal mentoring, informal mentoring, learning by doing 
and personal experience) “we can second staff to go and work with an  
organisation for 6 months…it’s very tailored to what the needs of the 
organisation are”. 
 Learning by the lighthouse (where exchange occurs through report such 
as case studies, program evaluations, international narratives, marketing, 
literature searches and resource development) “…we don’t have enough 
lighthouse examples to give others the confidence.  We are still too early in 
the process”. 
 Colonisation (where exchange occurs when programs are transferred from 
one setting to another). The multi-tribal environment and the diversity of 
languages and cultures within the Indigenous population were seen as 
barriers to the automatic translation of programs from area to area;   
communities need their own tailored response to address what’s 
appropriate for them.  We like to fund programs that do have an 
idea or a model that you can replicate and pick up the themes and 
replicate. There will always be the community’s own flavour through 
it. You can’t just pick up one thing from a community and expect it 
to work  (interview transcript, grantmaker). 
The idea of transferring programs from one community to another finds 
contemporary discussion in international literature. Posner (2009) in his 
propagation approach argues that the idea of propagation recognises that 
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though the complex human, organisational and context-specific issues that 
make a program successful in one area cannot be replicated in another, the 
principles can be applied with a local focus.  This approach is highly 
compatible with the processes of some grantmaking organisations.  For 
instance, a representative of a large philanthropic entity reported that: “we 
like...to fund programs that do have an idea or a model that you can replicate 
and pick up the themes”. Most grantseekers saw no substitute for learning by 
doing;  
it’s about going to those communities, sitting down talking and you 
can make as much contact as you like over the phone and on 
computers, teleconferences but until you go and sit down and meet 
face to face with these people that’s when the process properly 
starts. You've got to have that on-the-ground knowledge (interview 
transcript, grantseeker). 
The evolutionary aspect of skill and knowledge development evident in the 
responses of both grantmakers and grantseekers reflects the general 
agreement in the literature about the development of organisational cultural 
competency and is reflected in guides and ‘how to’s’ (see Management 
Services for Health 2010 as an example).  Cultural competency is a journey, 
not a destination.   
Grantmaking systems are driven by the actions taken by individuals 
based on their personal values, the leadership they are guided by, the 
relationships, skills and knowledge they have.  The third theme, funding 
system factors, reflects the application of culture to behaviour. 
 
Reflections on Funding System Factors (Theme 3) 
 
The practical capacity of the philanthropic sector to address Indigenous 
causes was seen to depend on whether the sector thinks it has a role to play, 
the granting models used, the financial resources expended and the 
governance  processes which determined eligibility criteria and grant 
management practice.  
Generally grantmakers agreed that there was a moral responsibility for 
the philanthropic sector to be involved in efforts to effect change in Indigenous 
advantage. “An interesting and popular area of work. There has been steady 
and increasing interest”. This moral imperative was reflected by grantseekers 
though some thought that the philanthropic sector had not met this challenge. 
“they don’t share the wealth, the wealthy people”. 
Political and cultural differences remained a barrier for grantmakers. “I 
still think there’s great hesitancy in some foundations…because of the issues 
and the politics”. Grantseekers had firm advice for philanthropic organisations 
in this regard; 
getting involved in Aboriginal disputes is completely a waste of time 
and counterproductive if you're not a member of the community 
because a lot of it has to do with stuff that's got nothing to do with 
projects and organisations, it's family stuff mostly (interview 
transcript, grantseeker). 
we're pretty proficient at testing, if you like, each other and our 
bona fides in terms of how do you fit, who do you know, have you 
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been here before and who can vouch for you. We do that amongst 
ourselves (interview transcript, grantseeker). 
The comparative roles of government and philanthropy in addressing 
Indigenous issues were remarkably consistent among and between 
grantmakers and grantseekers.  Government programs were mostly perceived 
as fragmented, silo-like, risk averse and off-putting to those who needed help 
the most;  
the government is a ‘cup of tea mob’.  They come in have a cup of 
tea ask you a few questions go way and do what they were going 
to do anyway.  Then it would fail because it wasn’t locally driven - 
then blame the ‘blackfellas’.  That’s an accurate way - of 
[describing] what’s happened over the last 200 years (interview 
transcript, grantmaker). 
Grantseekers perceive government funding programs as ineffective at best. 
“the government talks about closing the gap and so forth, but the reality is 
what has happened at the grassroots is never going to happen because of all 
the red tape and all the strings attached” and destructive at worst “but that’s 
what governments do -they get people fighting amongst each other”.  
The role of philanthropy in addressing community issues was 
consistently described by grantmakers as that of risk taker and innovator;   
what we can do is take risks.  We don’t have the same need for 
transparency that government does.  We can take a longer term 
view.  We don’t have to demonstrate to a minister within a certain 
period of time.  We can do something that could have quite good 
return or fall on its face.  We can do things that are quite edgy.  We 
are free of those [media image] constraints (interview transcript, 
grantmaker). 
While grantseekers recognised that philanthropy often funded projects the 
government would not “they're more inclined to try something that's a little bit 
different” the notion of philanthropic organisations as risk takers was met with 
laughter in some cases. 
Some grantmakers saw a strategic change agent role for philanthropy 
and an expectation that success would mean government funding in the long 
run;   
for example I funded [a project] I put in…to run the pilot, then a 
bigger fund came in and funded ….to get it past pilot stage and 
then the government came in.  That’s what I see as a success and 
that’s what I’d like to aim for with all funding (interview transcript, 
grantmaker). 
Others said, “you don’t want the government involved in everything”.  
Grantseekers had varying views of the role philanthropy plays: “Philanthropic 
agencies exist for a variety of purposes - from genuine humanity/goodness to 
just tick the social responsibility/triple bottom line box”. Some grantseekers 
thought government was dodging its responsibilities “We have got a system 
here that government is more and more telling people to go off to get money 
from philanthropists” and called for increased partnerships between 
government and philanthropy “you could also have the Government entering 




Internationally, the role of philanthropy in supporting the civic sector 
and helping it to change the profit and public sectors is reflected in public 
discussion (Fleishman 2007).  Grantmakers in this study expressed a tenuous 
view of the relationship between them, concerned that government may co-
opt philanthropic intent to serve government purpose.  The ‘government’, 
perceived as output driven, inflexible and dogmatic - ‘a cup of tea mob’- has 
become only recently engaged in collaborative efforts by some grantmakers 
and this at local rather than National levels.  
The diversity of the philanthropic sector and the complexity of 
Indigenous causes represent potential to develop new ways of working to 
deliver community and individual wellbeing.  Grantseekers saw the potential 
for improved outcomes if co-funding partnerships and brokering roles were 
used to minimise the administrative burden on grant acquisition and 
accountability. 
it is going to make our lives a thousand times easier and we won’t 
be any more or less accountable than we were before for several 
grants of $10,000 and $15000 and $20,000.  So someone like that 
brokering if you like and packaging stuff is a really helpful way of 
doing things.  It takes the administrative workload off us and it also 
gives us security (interview transcript, grantseeker). 
This is unlikely to occur without investment;   
that relationship between government and philanthropy is a very 
interesting space and a lot more work could be done on that.  It’s 
hard to know whose going to do the work.  You have all these little 
trusts and foundations with one or two staff - and that type of work 
takes a lot of time - relationships building and building partnerships.  
There’s a lot of work to be done in there really (interview transcript, 
grantmaker). 
While information about attitudes and practices were easily obtainable, 
gathering information concerning the amount of financial resources directed to 
Indigenous causes is more problematic.  This study was unable to gather 
sufficient information to put either a dollar or proportionate figure on 
philanthropic investment in Indigenous causes. Other limited studies 
(Greenstone Group, the Christensen Fund, Rio Tinto Aboriginal Fund 2010: 
19)  suggest that  Indigenous causes receive only a small proportion of 
available funding.  Many grantmaker organisations did not keep records which 
could readily identify their investment by cause – “our information systems 
aren’t good enough”.  Others could identify a proportion of total funding and 
most had little knowledge concerning the practical ‘fitness’ of their investment 
“about a quarter goes into Indigenous issues as to whether that’s enough or 
not I don’t know”.   
Long term funding was identified by grantseekers as an essential 
prerequisite for sustainable outcomes;  
long term funding, decent amounts of money and I don’t care how 
they get it.  I don’t care if they dip in their own pockets or they dip 
into 27 pockets, I want a decent amount of money to keep me 
viable a long enough period to make it work.  Pure and simple 
(interview transcript, grantseeker). 
And while long term funding has begun to mean decades for some 
grantmakers, for many more it remains in the realm of two to three years - well 
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short of the type of sustainable commitment identified as best practice in 
Indigenous circles (UN 2008: 4).   
Grantmakers reported a rich diversity of philanthropic styles, outcome 
areas and granting amounts;  
we need a mix of different styles of funding…if we all went to big 
grants and… multiyear agreements it would mean that these 
smaller  organisations that are often doing the most innovative work 
they would never get any of that base seed funding to even get one 
project up that can then grow into another (interview transcript, 
grantmaker). 
However, this diversity of outlook is underpinned by a philanthropic culture of 
reticence that discourages disclosure of total funding levels.  This may work to 
effectively deny an open and strategic look at philanthropic investment in 
Indigenous causes.  
Important processional concepts including the need for cultural 
sensitivity, the active participation of Indigenous representatives in decision 
making, flexible, time–rich approaches and the importance of relationships in 
this complex, multi-cultural environment, were highlighted by grantmakers. 
“There is a greater awareness in the sector that really the best initiatives are 
the ones that are Indigenous driven and a greater commitment to fund them” 
and grantseekers;    
the principle about leaving a place better situated than when you 
arrived. We don't do anything without fully engaging with the 
community. We don't write a report without the community knowing 
what it is we're going to be saying.  It is a way of working that 
Indigenous people and I didn't specify but I'm Indigenous, that 
Indigenous people do in a way that non-Indigenous people are still 
learning how to (interview transcript, grantseeker). 
Grantmakers frequently used the term ‘capacity building’ when discussing 
‘new’ ways of working with the Indigenous community.  Grantmakers used the 
term in different ways, sometimes relating to organisations or to communities; 
now- things like capacity building-we are very clear now what’s a 
capacity building grant and what’s a program grant-we spend a lot 
of time thinking about and doing capacity building -In fact we used 
to have a requirement that the amount of overhead would be as 
small as possible - that will be removed.  It no longer reflects our 
thinking (interview transcript, grantmaker). 
The definition of the term ‘capacity building’ remains academically problematic 
(Lyons and Remier 2009: 63). In this study, capacity building is currently 
focussed on what grantmakers perceive as ‘deficiencies’ in the Indigenous 
sector and a limited conception of what constitutes a ‘skill’. “Often we have 
people on management committees who haven’t got good governance, 
budgeting, financial management skills” (interview transcript, grantmaker).   
Grantseekers would prefer a community development approach;  
It's got to come from the grassroots people in those areas where 
you want to - if you want to fund something, it's got to come from 
the community.  (interview transcript, grantseeker). 
When considering funding accessibility one grantmaker said: 
in theory Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people can apply for 
most programs and there are some special ones just for them. The 
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reality-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities struggle to 
access mainstream philanthropy (interview transcript, grantmaker). 
In large part the struggle to access mainstream philanthropy for Indigenous 
causes has its origin in the governance processes necessary for the direction 
and monitoring of funds. Goodwill and strategic practice still engage with 
largely immovable fiduciary requirements. Trust deed limitations, cause area 
focus, “We have a very restrictive trust deed and a narrow focus” (interview 
transcript, grantmaker) application and reporting processes and selection 
criteria (either explicit or implicit) are inhibiting the practical manifestation of 
the espoused empathy and  moral and spiritual motivations evident in 
grantmaker participant interviews.  While for some grantmakers, the emphasis 
on high quality applications had softened;   
some of the worst applications have turned out to be the best 
projects.  You’re not funding them to be good at writing project 
applications - you’re funding them to be working in their community 
doing what they do (interview transcript, grantmaker) 
Many grantseekers experienced an emotionally draining “we pour our heart 
out” impenetrable system from which speakers of ‘language’ with limited 
English literacy were excluded “what about that old man who can't write all 
that or prepare all that?  How do they access support to do things in a remote 
setting?” (interview transcript, grantseeker)   
Deductible gift recipient (DGR) status (a taxation category which allows 
income tax deductions for donations to qualified organisations) is the eligibility 
criteria most grantmakers require. Some use it to shrink a burgeoning 
applicant field “there are a lot of grassroots organisations out there. From a 
trustee’s point of view it does add a lot of comfort to us - if the tax office says 
they’re alright” others were able to use auspicing to support inclusion;   
one of the ways we get around it [DGR] is auspicing. We are willing 
to explore auspicing where some philanthropic organisations 
specifically do not allow auspicing.  There are the legal constraints, 
depending on the way you’re set up. The ones that don’t have 
those constraints recognise they have a unique ability to fund in 
this area (interview transcript, grantmaker). 
Some grantseekers had never heard of DGR status, others had benefitted 
from legal pro-bono work to acquire it and still others regard it as a 
unnecessary barrier to effective work “they need to look at a process that will 
make it easier for not-for-profit organisations at the grassroots that are doing 
great work that don't have that deductible gift recipient status” 
Indigenous engagement is of strategic importance in understanding the 
philanthropic grantmaking system from both grantmaker and grantseeker 
perspectives. Engagement refers to the formation of individual and 
organisational relationships between philanthropic organisations and 
grantseekers for Indigenous causes.  Who to engage with is intimately 
connected with how to enter a community and is ultimately affected by the 
current political environment in that community.   
While all grantmakers expressed a view that Indigenous engagement in 
project implementation was non-negotiable, only a few grantmakers had 
evolved to enacting formal roles for Indigenous people on Boards and 
grantmaking committees and formal advisory processes for application 
review.  A philanthropic organisation with a religious affiliation reported: “We 
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have a committee that rates the project. There are three Indigenous women 
on the committee.” For others, informal advisory roles were identified while for 
some there was still no involvement in grantmaking decisions for Indigenous 
people.  Entrenched distrust of the Indigenous political context was a barrier 
to more inclusive decision making “an [Indigenous person on Boards] is 
fraught with danger – politics within Indigenous communities is pretty rife. 
Who would you get?  I’d be a bit nervous about that”(interview transcript, 
grantmaker).   
For grantseekers Indigenous engagement was discussed in terms of 
culturally appropriate community entry.  A wide variety of experience was 
reported by grantseekers.  Some had encountered a ‘cultural awareness’ 
relegated to the domain of rampant political correctness, hyped by misleading 
media perceptions and uninformed by an acceptance of common humanity; 
what you've had in the past is way too much Aboriginal 
exceptionalism, you know, Aborigines are so different from every 
other population of the human species that you can't do anything 
like you did somewhere else that works because Aborigines are 
just so different, you know that pathetic Aboriginal exceptionalist 
approach (interview transcript, grantseeker). 
Grantseekers also warned against tokenism “the only Indigenous involvement 
is the person who books the flights” and inappropriate value based judgments 
and stereo types that may preclude some sources of advice; 
it's kind of politically incorrect to be an educated Aboriginal person, 
you can't really be Aboriginal if you're educated.  Or you're 
somehow a traitor to your people if you're educated (interview 
transcript, grantseeker). 
Grantseekers indicated that there are certain protocols that need to be 
researched, understood and practised and that these can vary from 
community to community. Cultural awareness is also related to Indigenous 
politics “not all the leaders are the people that you really should talk to 
because they could be some of the people that perpetuate things”. There was 
a very clear message from grantseekers that suggests that Indigenous politics 
is a ‘no go zone’ for non-Indigenous people and that the best way to deal with 
it is to enter the community respectfully and ask for a community nominated 
representative appropriate to project design and outcomes. Even so, with the 
best intentions, some grantmakers had experienced the limited capacity of the 
Indigenous community to answer all the calls for participation; 
we had thought about having a consultative Indigenous board but 
that didn’t come off because our attempts to talk to people – [it] was 
very difficult because they are stretched so far (interview transcript, 
grantmaker) 
To which grantseekers offered a practical solution “people's time actually 
comes at a cost maybe being able to contribute something back into that 
organisation is not a bad thing to think about”.  
Evaluation and accountability expectations sometimes preclude 
organisations from applying for grants or having received them of being 
subsequently re-funded. Grantmakers had developed an increasing rigor 




it was - a collaborative effort.  They understood from a funding point 
of view, we needed to be able to measure the outcomes, otherwise 
the likelihood of recurring funding was greatly diminished  
(interview transcript, grantmaker). 
Some grantseekers perceived a negative attitude towards evaluation in the 
Indigenous cause community “oh they're white they've got plenty of money 
why should we report to them they owe us and of course that's so wrong and 
embarrassing” (interview transcript, grantseeker). But many were very aware 
of the need to be able to prove that their programs were effective and were 
supportive of the need to evaluate them “I want our programs evaluated 
because I want people to see that we do really good work but no-one is 
prepared to pay for the damn thing” (interview transcript, grantseeker). 
The juxtaposition of values, business processes and culture throws the 
central issue of Indigenous cause philanthropy into high relief.  Grantmakers 
see the Australian philanthropic sector as capable of going beyond the 
government ‘cup of tea’ approach. Believing it addresses the complex 
Indigenous ‘problem’ with more innovative and independent thinking, 
flexibility, long term commitment, collaborative and cross sector funding and a 
willingness to adopt different benchmarks than might be found in bureaucracy 
or even more traditional philanthropy.  To some extent, grantseekers reflect 
this view. Such an attitude supports the reflections of a number of researchers 
and a growing practice change across the globe (Anheier and Leat 2006: 201; 
Foundation Centre 2009:10).  However, there is a dynamic tension between 
this strategic shift in philanthropic attitude and the systems that underpin it.   
Although some philanthropics in Australia are developing governance 
protocols that support key decision making roles for Indigenous peoples in 
grantmaking decisions, project design and implementation on their territory, in 
many cases the practicalities do not match the values-based rhetoric.  
Governance protocols guide implementation of funding programs and will 
ultimately determine the way actions play out on the ground.  The persistent 
emphasis (albeit often required by legal and taxation restraints) from many 
grantmakers on DGR status and written applications continues to hamper 
Indigenous access to philanthropic funding in Australia and undermines the 




Four of the top five most unequal countries in the developed world, Australia, 
New Zealand, the United States and the United Kingdom are either the 
product of colonisation of Indigenous people or the coloniser itself (Wilkinson 
and Pickett 2009). Wilkenson and Pickett’s research shows that health and 
social problems are worse in more unequal societies. The socio-economic 
gradient, previously considered the indicator of Indigenous disadvantage is 
now revealed as the cause.  Interestingly the persistent inequality of these 
communities sits within a cultural myth of post materialist values (Inglehart 
and Welzel 2005: 64).   This global dissonance between values and action is 
reflected in the results of this study. 
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The role philanthropy may play in addressing Aboriginal disadvantage 
in Australia is currently ‘under construction’. While the existence of tax relief 
for philanthropic effort identifies philanthropy in Australia as a ‘common good’ 
(Productivity Commission 2010: 156), Australian philanthropy is in a very 
different space to that of much of the rest of the world.  A shorter history, 
fewer dollars and a more collaborative viewpoint necessitated by the size of 
the ‘market ‘and its geographic variance puts Australia in a unique position.   
Lyons (2001: 91) believes that in Australia, this small, highly 
specialised and comparatively underdeveloped part of the third sector is 
distinguished by secretiveness forged by a fear of inundation and a national 
culture which discourages displays of great wealth.   Grantmakers reinforced 
this view.  It is currently difficult to determine the resources philanthropy has 
mobilised for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander benefit.   
There is evidence that a better way of working with Indigenous causes 
is developing. There is an increasingly semi-porous grantmaking system, bi-
directional learning and a process which both develops and supports 
extended relationships. The interaction between this system and the wider 
geo-political landscape is limited by a lack of capacity, a degree of distrust 
and uncertainty.  There is a lack of clarity of the respective roles of 
philanthropy and government and how they might best work together  to 
improve wellbeing in the Australian Indigenous community. There is no 
assessment of the attitudes and expectations of the government sector with 
respect to the philanthropic sector.  
The experience of grantseeking for Indigenous causes revealed in this 
study, seems to depend more on the reputation of the individuals rather than 
the needs or abilities of the whole community or an agenda-free expression of 
‘cultural desire’.  That is, ‘wanting to’, rather than ‘having to’ (for example to 
ensure funds are efficiently managed) become culturally competent 
(Fredericks and Thompson 2010: 5; Campinha-Bacote 2007: 141).  No 
grantseekers had experienced a grantmaking process which equated fiduciary 
requirements to Indigenous knowledge and ways of working - though many 
grantmakers had expressed this intention.  
As the sector embraces the ‘new’ philanthropy of capacity building 
there is little available evidence to suggest whether it is or is not capable of or 
serious about delivering outcomes. The evaluation of system capacity is 
focussed on the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander sector, mirroring the 
deficit approach that perpetuates colonialist attitudes (Dodson and Strelein 
2001: 836). 
It is the nexus between values and action - the governance system – that 
provides the leverage point for future improvement in philanthropic 
grantmaking for Indigenous causes in Australia.  Racial inequity may be 
unwittingly perpetuated by structural barriers within an organisation’s systems 
and policies (Applied Research Centre 2009: 13).  Culturally competent 
organisations have been shown to improve outcomes in minority populations 
without a massive increase in investment (Dunbar and Scrimgeour 2010: 7). 
While cultural competency assessments can sometimes be limited to raising 
awareness, if they are implemented and embraced at all levels, disparities can 
be effectively addressed (Grote 2008). 
The themes identified in this study are congruent with the extensive 
international (Brach and Fraserirector 2000: 181) and national (Thomson as 
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cited in Dunbar and Scrimgeour 2010: 6) knowledge, practice and 
assessment of culturally competent service delivery (Rice 2007; Johnson, 
Lenartowicz and Apud 2006: 525).     
This body of knowledge, bounded by the recognition of the integrity of 
Indigenous knowledge (Rose and Arbon 2009), could inform developmental 
work in the philanthropic system and support action on racism and  
colonialism, in this influential socio-economic arena. 
Some authors caution that measurement and assessment may be to 
the detriment of the emergence of creative and innovative foundations 
(Anheier and Leat 2002).  However, so little is known in this case that the 
direction of improvement has little to guide it.  While it may be that Australian 
philanthropy has moved beyond a ‘cup of tea’, in some cases the invitation list 




Data collection from Indigenous grantseeker participants in this study was 
accomplished through collaboration with the Rio Tinto Aboriginal Fund, the 
Christensen Fund and the Greenstone Group.  Philanthropy Australia assisted 
grantmaker recruitment through promotion. All participants gave generously of 
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